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The Brifish Army eventﬁélly prevailed over the Boers ofHSouth

Africa during their 1899 through 1902 war. Howéver,'the Boer

Waf p;oved to be:a difficult undertaking for the British Army.

The war exposed’deficiencies in a wide variéty‘of crucial areas
including organization, eqﬁipment, doctrine and-training. An
importaﬁt post-war reform moveﬁent made drastic impréveménts

that ultimately prepared the British Army for WWI.
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Table 1 A TIMELINE

South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope is colonized by
Dutch Boers (farmers). These Boers use African
slaves on their farms.

The British occupy the Cape during the Napoleonic
Wars. '

Britain gains complete control of the Cape Colony
following the Congress of Vienna.

Slavery is abolished throughout the British

- Empire. Many of the Boers then move northward

and soon establish two independent republics -
the Transvaal and the Orange Free State.

Peace between the British and the Boers is
strained when the Boer Republics discover huge

' reserves of diamonds and gold Fortune hunters,

mostly British, pour in to stake claims. The
Boers call these people “outlanders” and bitterly
resent their intrusion. The South African
Republic refuses to grant political rights to
foreigners, including the English and other non-
Dutch speakers.

The outlanders in the Transvaal plan a revolt
against the Boer government. A small British
force invades the Transvaal'to aid the uprising.
The raid is a total military failure but does
spur the angered Boers to arm themselves.

Natal and the Cape Colony are invaded by the
Boers. A British force is besieged at Ladysmith.
Other troops are pinned down at Kimberley and
Mafeking. British reinforcements are sent from

around the Commonwealth (UK, Canada, Australia,

and New Zealand). British forces will number
500,000 during the operations.

The British commander, Frederick Roberts,

captures Bloemfontein the capltal of the Orange
Free State. :

xi




June 1900 " British forces reach Pretoria, capital of the

: Transvaal, but the greatly outnumbered Boers (no
estimates exceed 70,000) continue to.fight under
their leaders: Louis Botha, Christian de Wet and
Jan Smuts. wL

June 1900 Herbert Kitchener, the new British Commander in
Chief, proceeds to bring the war to an end with a
“scorched earth” policy of destroying Boer farms
and by establishing concentration camps for Boer
civilians (more than 20,000 die in these camps).

May 1902 The Treaty of Pretoria ends the war. The
Transvaal and the Orange Free State become
additional British colonies. Both Dutch and
English are made official languages. .

1910 ' The Union of South Africa is established as a
self-governing dominion with the Transvaal and
the Orange Free State as provinces. The first
Prime Minister is the former Boer general Louis
Botha. o ; L ’
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THE BOER WAR LESSONS THAT CHANGED AND PREPARED THE
BRITISH ARMY FOR WORLD WAR ONE

For moét Englishmen the war with the Dutéh.férmers of the
_Transﬁaal and the Orange Free State broke what was frequently
“céiléd “ﬁhe long peace” - the eighty-four yeéfé between the
battle of Waterloo and the outbreak of the.Boer Wéi. The Bber
War, érFSouth African War (the Afrikaners éalied it the English
Wér) waé not the usual little war foﬁght b? pﬁofessional
soldiers with a:mies largely composed of native troqps, but a
- 'major and a serious war, in whiéh the.general pﬁblic became
‘intimétely invol&ed.‘ The Boer War had many of the |
characteristics of the latér world wars. It involved both‘large
armies‘and masses of ill;trained volunteers. It affected large
numbers of civilian noncombatants and drew rather heavily on the
icivilian resources of the countries involved.‘ It;wés affected
by technological chanées in warfare and presehtedigreét
logistical problems:and‘it‘lasted longer than any previous
- conflict since the‘Napoleonic Wars.!

The Boer War was disturbing forbthe British. Itibegan in
the COﬁventionél‘style of British military‘dramés: In Act I the
qurs beat the Brifish; invAct ITI the British beat thé Boers;
then in Acf IIT it ali beéame very messy‘and the final scene was

unsatisfactory. ' The Boers refused to believe that they were




beaten and took to guerrilla warfare. The British retaliated by
burning farms and inventing the concentration camp. By the time

the final curtain fell Queen Victoria was dead and so was an

era.z

The unexpected diffionlties the British Army experienoed in
'subduing an amateur force of farmersrthat bore little
resemblance to any oonventional army rattledvsenior leadersnand
politicians alike. ;fhe Boer War inspired numerous reforms that
reshaped the British Armp prior to World War I.
THE WAR |

Throughout the ‘winter months of 1899 - June, July, August
and September in South Afrlca - both 51des prepared for war and
waited: the Boers for the spring grass to maintain the horses
and oxen of their commandos; the‘British forbreinforcements of
Imperial troops. When thekspring'grass‘covered the veidt, Panl
Kruger demanded that Britain cease:interfering‘in the internal
affairs of the Transvaal, and he issued an ultimatnm. When this
eXpired at 5:00 p.m. on 11 October 1899 the Boers moved on‘their_
British neighbors, across the border from the Transvaal and the
Orange Free State'into Cape Colony and Natal. The first act of
the war had begun. |

As usual, the British were not quite readyQyiThere were
only 14,750 regulars in South Africa,'but a field force of

47,000 men under General Sir‘RedVers Buller was on'its’way.




Tﬁis was a very sizeable portion of the.British Army, which then
cohsisted of only 250,000 regulars. It was not enough.
Estimates ofvthé size of the Boer forces vary wildly, but it is
doubtfdl that they ever had more than 45,000 men under arms at
one time and usually fewer than 30,000. To subdue.these tough,
istubern men the British were eventually forced to raise a iarge
volunteer érmy from social classes other than the lowestb—
foftunately, it was a popular war - and'eventuélly to commiﬁ
vnearly half é million men to the South African struggle, 21;000
of whom Aied from bullets or diseases.’ |

It was, for the British, the first‘war in which brains and‘
- skill oh the’part of the‘generals weré more importént than
bravery and endurance'on.the part of the éoldiers.and junior
officers.4 Unfortunately, brainsiseemed in rather shbrt sﬁpply
ih'the-early going.b As the B;itish Commander in Chief; Lord
‘Wolseley told the Queen's private secretary, “What we are néw
. most in want of is good Generals.”’ Britain’s.Boér Warvgenerals
have often been‘portrayed as stupid. Certéinly many of them did
a number of incredibly stupid things. But most of the senior |
officers were‘not stupid;bthey were simply average Victorian
‘foiéers who found themselves in positions where what was
required of them was a rather high degree of iﬁtelligence,
_ initiative and imaginatibn, and they.were found t§ be soﬁeWhat

deficient in these qualities.-




By the time Bulier and’his army arrived in South Africa the
Boers were already besieging a nﬁmber ef towns. Beerlcommanaoe
had bettled up British forces at Ladysmith, Kimberley and
Mafeking. The first phase of the war involved the gallant
defense of these towns. However, pressing home an attack on a
fortified town Qas not the Boers’ forte and the besieged towns
were rarely in danger ofybeing overwhelmed. The lengthy sieges‘
were mainly the iesult of inept‘British relief attempts.6

Strategically, the'relief of Kimberley was not at the top.
of the list of military priorities. BUt politically it was
crucial as Cecil Rhodes, the most iﬁportant man in South Africa
and the richest Briton alive, Qae ih Kimberley and-deménding the

immediate relief of the town.’

Reluctaﬁtly, Buller dispatched
8,006 men to.raise the siege. In commend wes fifty-four-year-
old Lord Methuen, who had served in a nuﬁber'of campaigns but
always as a staff officer. This was his first importent
command. He exhibited_considerablevbravery‘but little tactical
~and operational proficiency.8

Methuen first encountered the Boers en a hill‘at Belmont oﬁ
23 November 1899 and decided on a frontalvassault, When e staff
officer suggested that perhaps this was not the best way to
attack an entrenched enemy, Methuen replied, “My good fellow, I
"9

intend to put the fear of God into theee'people. The Brigade of

Guards (Grenadier, Coldstream and Scots) moved up close to the




Boer‘positions at hight and charged at dawn. The Boers coéily
sighted down the barrels of'their modern Mauser rifles and
knocked over 291 British soldiers; then they mounted their
‘horses and rode off, suffering little loss to themselves.!
.TWO>days later Methuen again'encoﬁntered entrenched Boers
'at=Graspaan. When the officers and men of the Naval Brigade
learned that they had been selected to lead the assault they
weré overjoyed. One naﬁél officer later said that “the news
seeﬁed almoét too good to be true, and it was some time before
we could believe iﬁ and realize our luck.”!! It was the Naval‘ .
Bfigade7s luck to suffer 50 percent casualties, including nearly
’all ﬁheirofficers,when they led the frontal attack Methuen had
ordered. The Times described the charge of thé sailors as “an |
attaCk‘that will live to all times as one of the most splendid

”12

instances of disciplined courage. It was that, of course. It

was also tragic; Boer losses were negligible. They had again
bloédied the British nose and trotted away 6n their horses.®
Three dayé‘after the Battle 6f Graspaah, Methuénireached:
the Modder River where 3,000 Boers were entrenched and, as a new
refinement, had stretched barbed wire in front of their
poéition. ‘It was a blistering‘hot day; the.thermbmeter reaching
110 dégrees Féhrenheitgb The Boers had antidipated that the
British wculd again-make a fronﬁal attack and did not bothngtO‘

protect thei: flanks. Methuen did not_disappoint them. He




launched another frontal attackp The Guards charged and wére
shot down. The entire attackihg‘fdrdeﬁwas soon pinned to the
grounq in the hot sﬁn by the fast, accurate fire Qf the Boérs’
Mausers. They stayed on their stqmachs all day. Some of the
'Guardsmen actually fell asleep aﬁd the kilted highlanderé got

sunburned on the backs of their kne'es.14

‘Methuen,personally led
a small partyvin‘a charge and was slightly>wounded;t‘The Boers
inflicted 483 casualties, waited until dérk and then retreated.
Methuen, whose knowledgeyéf military history‘Was obviously
deficient, called it “oné of the hardest and most trying fights
in the annals of the Britisﬁ Army.”15

As a result of these PyrrhicvvictOries Methuen had lost ld
percent of his §riginal force, but he had been reinforééd by a
Highland Brigade (Black Watch, Gordons, Seaforths and the
Highland Lighf Infantry), the 12“‘Laﬁcers, more artillery and

some Canadian and Australian troops. The Boers, led by Piet

Cronje’, had also been reinforced and now mustered 8,500 men,

including a foreign legion of Americans and Europeans.16

The next battle was ét Magersfontein on 10-11 December.
Here even Methuen could'see»that'the key to the Boer position
was a hillvwhich the Boers would bé forced to defend.  On the
evening of 10 December‘the British laid down a splendid
artillery barrage on the crestrof the hill. It would héve had a

devastating effect had any of the enemy been.thére;.but none




were. .Jacobus be La Rey, arbriliiant Boer leader who‘had been
averse‘to beginning the war but was determined to»win it, had
convinced Cronje’that the Boersvsheuld not entrench on the crest
but at the foot of the hill - a bold and original idea.”

A thunderstorm rolled overhead as the Highland Btigade
commended by popular,.experienced, much-weunded Andy Wauchop
(known as ‘Red Mick’) meved by‘night into attack positions. At
dawn they cherged. it‘was; of eourse, another frontal attaCk
end undet the intense fire of the murderouevMausers the
Highlande:s wilted. Red Mick Was killed.  There was e'stampede
to the rear by the pride'of'Scotland. Tne Highland Light
infantry panicked and trampled on their colenel in’their
retreat. .The Boersishot them in the baek‘es‘they ren. Aufew
Stayed to‘fight, charged‘the Boer trenches and were‘ceught on
the barbed Qire. Offieers managed to stop the rout of the
Highlanders; but then the Boer artillery epened on them and they
fied‘again. Methnen’s only brder wes “Hold on until
nikght'fall.”li8 He assumed that the enemy would again ret:eat
under eover‘of.darkness. But this time they steyed. One
_Highlandet, speaking of Magersfontein, said that his tegiment
_hed‘been “led into a butcher’s shop‘and bloody well left
"there!”19
For Scotland, Magerefontein was a ealamity. It Was also a

disaster for Methuen and for the Empire’s reputation. Methuen




had led the flower of the British infantry to defeat - and at
the hands of an inferior force:of Dutéh“farmérsf The neXt'day
he began a retreat to the Modder River.

The force opposing the British was composed of Boers from
the Transvaal and Methuen estimated that there were 17,000 of
them.?®. Cecil Rhodes in Kimberley was scornful:

Look at the_census'reports; Men cannot be made
in a minute. It takes twenty years to make a man, and
we know how many they had at the beginning of the war.
The Transvaal only polled a little over 17,000 voters
at the last election. No, we are exaggerating their

numbers simply because by doing so we account for bad
generalship without confessing it.2 ’ o

The tactical errors that haunted Méthuen and other éritish :
commanders could bé tréced to the same'baéiéyhandicaés:.weak
intelligence and poor ﬁobility; ‘Methueh hadlbeen:forced to’
march his troops férward from Orange River andbfight the‘Boers
at locations of their choosing; ;He could not bypass'them; Hé'
had to cleér thé enemy from his'lihe_of coﬁmﬁnicatibns, his
railway. He had né means”of-satiéféctorily réeqnnoitering‘thé
enemy positions at Belmont and Modder'River;y.His official}
intelligence maps marked no contoﬁr lines and were of little,'
use.? Methuen’s total igﬁoranée of the enemy’s pqéition at
Magersfontein is not so forgivablé;;,Hadvhe waited one more day
to attack, he would haVe had‘the use of an aerial observation |

balloon Buller sent to him over the railway.23




The week'of 10-17 December 1899 was known as “biack week.”
It wée, said Conan Doyle, ;the blackest one knowﬁ during our
generation, and the‘most disastrous for British arms duringvtheﬂ
century.”2 _Dering‘this week, in addition to the disaster at
Magersfontein, a forceiunder General Williem Forbes Gatacre was
routed at Stormberg and Buller himself, leading a large force
towards Ladysmith, wes repulsed at Colense.on the Tuge;a‘River.
Among‘fhe setbaeks that con&inced Buller to disengage at Colenso
was the quiek loss of 10 field guns brezenly placed well ferWa;d
of infantry sqpporf.25 | |

The failure of Builer to get across the Tugela River‘wés
the greatesﬁ setback of the war. Gatacre’s disaster was the
most disgraceful. On the night of 9 December General Gatacre
set off.in the‘dark from Molteno in northern Cape Colony with
2,7001meny— three battaliohs of infaﬁtry, some mounted men and
two ggnS'— to surprise the Boers at the Stromberg railway‘
Junction. _ﬁe lost his way aﬁd some of his meﬁ bumped into aﬁ
.enemy outpest. - There was firing and a Boer cemmando group
arrived on the seene aﬁd began to cut them up. Gatacre beat'a
hasty retreat but it was too hasty. Only when he got back to
Molteno did_he discover‘that he had accideﬁtally left ste 696
of his‘men behiﬁd!' They were Surreunded end forced to |
26

| surrender. Total losses at Stormberg were 719 officers and




‘men, of whom only 29 were killed. “Hope better luck next time,”
telegraphed Buller fé éatacre.27 L

Akbloody defeat at Spion Kop on é4 Jénuary.l960 was a major -
shock t§ which Fleet Streét reacted with énéer andthitehall
- with deep arixiety.28 - The Brifish,seized a ridge and then the
troops lay there on the crest all déy’under‘intensevfire,
sufferingheaVyvcasualties. When night camé, therBritish
withdrew. The Boers, feeling that they had failéd to disiOdge
the British, were about to‘give up the fighﬁ and retﬁeat ﬁhen
‘they discovefed that the British haa ret#eétédvfirét. 'Théy
reoccupied the ridge and claimed a Victory.29 ;‘

Black week and Spioﬁ Kop were‘too ﬁuch for the people at
home. To lose three battles in the space of a week ebuld be put
down to incompetent generalship} to kéep losing béttles
thereafter suggesﬁed that the War Office'and the army‘were'preyn
to deep—roofed deficienéieS‘that imperiled»the very safety of
England itself. vFor the‘Primé Miniéter, Lord'Salisbury, the
problem went deeper even tﬁen'that:yﬁlt is evident,” he toid
Parliament onv30 January, “there is somefhing in yoﬁr machinery

#30  mhe failure of Buller was a personal

that is wrong.
disappointment tb Wolseley; Qho told his‘wife fhat Bullér;this,
protege,-“had nét Shown any of the characteiistics‘i had
attributed to:himf no‘military génius} ho-firmnéss; not evén thé‘

obstinacy'which I thought be posseésed when I discoﬁered him..r

10




»31 It was now time to change

He seems aaied.and dumbfounded.
generals. It was “Britain’s;other general,” Lord Roberts,‘known
affectionéteiy as “little Bobs,” who was chosen to:take command
in SouthkAfrica.  Wolseley was bitter. VIn another leﬁter to his
" wife he called Roberts a “cute, little jobbing showman; and “a
snobbas regards Dukes and Earls.”?? Although quseley'and
RQberts were about ﬁhe same age, Roberts was at_the heiéht'cf
his power‘and his star was aséending; Wolseley’s great‘caréer'
was over.gnd»he retired.®
Roberts reached Cape Town on 10 Jénuary‘l900 and Act Ii of

Jthe‘war began one month later when he took the offensive.
Methuen’ s force‘lay, stili,licking its Wouhds; on ;hé Modder
River when Roberts joined it. ‘There he received a mesSage from
Cecii Rhodes in besieged Kimberiey: “Theré is'no fear of our
sﬁrréndering, but we are get£ing anxious abouf the>state of(the
 British Army. It is high time you‘did something‘.”?’-4 Roberfs did
not need this advice; By the middle éf Februarythe had flanked |
the Béers and relieved Kimberley. The Daily'Maii crowed:

'Kimberley is won, Mr. Cecil Rhodes‘ is free, the De

Beers shareholders are full of themselves, and the

beginning of the war is at an end. It is a great feat

to have accomplished and the happiest omens for the

future. There is no one like Bobs!® ' ’
Oﬁ 27 February Roberts captured Cronje’ and 4,000 Boers at

Paardeberg. On 13 March he entered‘Bloemfontein, capital of the

Orange Free State.

11




Meanwhile‘Buller was‘stiil trying te relieve Ladfsmith, and
the day after Cronje'’s surrenderﬁo'ROberts he finelly made it.
Ladysmith was relieved, but manyiwere Still bitte;.at the length -
of time itlhadvtaken Buller to aceomplish it.bbLord Rawlinson, av
staff officer in Ladysmith, said, “The British infantry has once
more saved their generals.kx “

Roberts hadhachieved aimoSt instant success. He hadkeeeﬁ'
at once that faiiure hed resulted'from‘bad management and lack
of mobiiify, and he had promptly.éet‘aboﬁt to eorrect both. ‘In
lesslthen'three'menths afterlhis“arrival he got rid’df five
generals (including William Gatecfe), six brigadiers aﬁd’nearly
two dozen eolonels commahainé regiments.~ Bulier, novionger
coﬁmender in chief, was allowed to stay en“as a eubordinate of
Roberts and Herbeft Kitchener, his Chief of Staff. 'ﬁoberte
collected all of ﬁhe'herses“he coﬁid’find and fermed’units‘of
mounted infaniry. EVery infanﬁry batfalion in the field was
ordered to form one moﬁﬁted cpmpany; Cavalfy regiments'were
raised from local volunteers and a cavalryzdivisioh was fermed
and plaeed under the command Qf Major‘Generel Jo"'hnvFrehcfi.37

On 17 May Mafekihg was relieved. British treops‘had in
their‘hietory relieved dozens of‘forts andifowns and won doéens‘
of brilliant victories, Yet no event in Biitish history, either
before or eince, ever created sﬁeh wild jubilation in-Englendvas‘

did the news that Mafeking had, after.a eiege of 217,days, been

12




at last relieved. 1In Londdn there was a epontaneous outburst of
joyfﬁl\ﬁysteria. iFor years afterwafds, “"Mafeking night” was a
yardStick‘against which all celebrations were measured.38

Cn 5 June 1900'victorieus British troopS’OCCupied Pbetoria,
cepital of the Transvaal, and Paul Kruger fled to Eﬁrope. |
Howeveb, it was not until Qctober‘that all organized Boer
'resisﬁance came'to an end and Roberts sailed fer England,
leavihg Kitcheﬁer to deal:with the numeroue gueriilavbands of
stﬁbbern Boere who refused to quit. The Boers finally
| acknowledged British sovereignty in May 1902. ‘As all the world
knows,'the chiidren and grandchildren of these proud, brave,
bigoted men at last won their fight and in 1961 cerbied the
Republic of South Africa oﬁt:of the British Commonwealth.® |

‘Although the wer ended in victory, neither British soldiers
nor politicians took any comfort in that. Whaﬁ had been
»enviSaged as just anotber colonial expedition, an:activity in
~which the British army was much practiced andJcommOnly
’successful, had turned inte a debacle.v A puny David hed dealt
fhe'imperial Golieth some severe blows before finally euccumbing
to massively superior military strenéth that had only been
geherated with coneiderable diffieulty. ‘In'the ﬁiew of Leopeld
Rmery, author of The Times’ History of the War in South Africa,

40

the army had been exposed as “largely a sham. Many of his

contemporaries shared that view.
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COMMISSIONS, INVESTIGATIONS and REPORTS

VictOrien cabinet gqvernment, though well enough designed
for peacetime purposes, seemed.cleariy'inadequate when it csme
to war. As Britain faeed potential enemies in Europe who were
militarily infihitely more pewerfui thah the tiny Beer |
Republics, Lord.Salisbﬁry‘felt that the timevhad comevto
reexamine the whole structure of militarylpolicy‘making.“i At
issue was the extent to'which the’eommander.invchief sheuld have
authority over everytbranchiof the army.l,Behihd this stood the
broader but no less cehtehtious qﬁestion»whether soldiers or
civilians should have ultimate authority over military husihess.
The Liherals regarded the prosbect of a poWerful'Commander in
Chief with acute alarm as.theunmantedtharbinger of continentsl
militarism as”well’as reviving unsettling memories of Oliver
Cromwell. In 1895 the government had reached an uneesy
compromise by giving the Commander ih Chief autherity ever the
so-called military departments (which meehtvmainly the
Intelligenée Branch andithe'Military Secretery’stoffice),
whereas the heads of the Supply and‘Ordnance‘departmehts enjoyed
semiautonomy.42 |

While he was commander. in chief‘(1895—19061, Wolseley
complained bitterly, beth in public and in private; about his
lack of power and his inability to'exereise control oVerhthe

army. He also made no secret of the fact that he wanted to see

14




a eerﬁing soldier ae minister‘of war.® His snceessor, Roberts,
soon‘came to share his frustration. ‘Roberte had held office‘for,
dnly a very snort time before cemplaining to the Secretary of
State for Wer abont “the impossible position” he was‘in'ae “one
of a board” and demanding more autnority. He wanted‘tobv
..eetabliSh a modern general staff.* A debate in the House of
Lofds in March 1§Ol‘over civilian and military aﬁﬁhority'forced
the government’s hend.' Aware that all was far from well in the
War Offiee;'the government announced en official inquiry. The
managerial revolution; which was to transform the strueture and
gvfunctioning ef the ermy’s upper echelons between 1901 and 1904,
beganbwith‘a seleetcommittee of the Hbuse of Conmons which, on
8 January 190l,'e£arted inquiring into the organization of the
War Office. It found the army overcentralized and yet
simultaneously suffering frem the long—established rivalry
between the civil and militafy elements. Its report reeommended
the c:eation of a‘permanent War Office Board to combine the

¥ The government

autonomous and often warring branches.
fesponded eaufiously by mafginally extending the’Commander in‘
Chief’s authority. More importantly, concepts of businese

management_were being‘cqnsciously applied to milifary affairs
forvthe fi;st time. In bringing the idea of a boerd system into .

the publicyarena,‘the report invited comparison'between the War

Office and‘the'Admiralty. Such a board syetem had been

15




functioning very successfully in the Navy since the_ninefeenth
century. Sailors crowed and soldiers'steamed as the navy was
presented as a model institutionithat tﬁe army would do well to' 
copy.46 |
The War Office was not the only institutieﬁ that needed to
take a more busineeslike abproaeh towafd'the management of
defense. vThe cabinet, teo,‘required a thorough overhaul, as
Lord Selisbury had intimated.v The particuiar target for
criticism was the Standing Defenee:Committee of the cabinet. It
had been created in 1895 to deal‘with military policy at thel
highest level‘but had completely failed to geherate eonsidered
and coordinated defense policies. In;John Ehfman’s»ﬁords, "It
seems to have met irregularly andrseldom,:andehen if met fo
have devoted iteelf primarily to cdﬁsidering financial questioﬁs

”47, Its

and £¢ settling specific'inter—depertmental disputes.
unimportance in peacetime was more than matched by its;
inadequacy when‘war Qccurred; ,The‘m§ste;y of sﬁrprise and
unpreparedness that characterized the goverpment’s‘feactions to
the outbreak of the Boer War soundedithe deeth—knell for the
Defense Committee. Arthur Balféur, Lord Salisbury’s heir 
apparent to the premiership, was keenly aWare of the:coﬁmittee’s”

deficiencies and its limited potential. 'He told the incoming

Secretary of State for War:
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For purposes of reorganization, I believe it to be

utterly valueless. We cannot, I suppose, get rid of

it altogether. It may indeed perform useful work as a

cabinet committee, examining, on  behalf - of the

cabinet, schemes already more or less matured. More

than this would be folly to hope from it.®

‘ waever{ two more years passed, during which the storm of

‘public‘criticism intensified and the difficulties of the
Conéérﬁative goVernmenf grew. Finally, Balfour responded to
diréct pfessure from the Secretary of State'for War and th;
l Firét Lord of the Admiralty and reconstructed the ﬁefenée
éommittee as the Committee of Imperial Defense. Its ﬁew éharter
méde it'an advisory committée of the cabinet wifh both ciﬁil and
miiitary'members.i A year later, in 1903, Balfour took over the
’chairmanship, thereby giving the committee the weight and impact
in government it had previously lacked. With tﬁat de#elopment,
a ﬁew era in British defense policy’m‘aki’ng.began.49 |

In 1902, against fhe_wishes bf the King who was worried
about‘the harm it might do to thé army; é royal éommiSsion wés
established under the chairmanships of the Earl of Elgin to
examinexthe preparations for the war énd its conduct ﬁp to June
1900. The Elgin Cbmmission sat for 55 days, during‘which‘time
it examined 114 civilian and military witnesses and aékéd them
22;000 questioﬁs. Its report, published a year later, did ndt

contain any direct condemnation and offered no clear

recommendations for reconstruction. However, the evidence, in
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two bulky volumes, provided the army’s and the‘government’é
critics with plenty of ammunition. What thé Elgin CommisSionfs
evidence made unmistakably clear was that the‘organizafion of
the War Office was in complete disarray. 1In a minérity reporﬁ,
Lord Esher agaih recommended the establishmeﬁf of a board té:run"
the War Office along the‘lihes'of:the B§afd of Admiralty.m.v

The reform mo#ement bécame the celebrated poliﬁiCai‘question_
of its day. Both the éonservative governﬁent in power:ahd the‘
Liberal opposition ?arty'were continually called ﬁpqn to addréés
it. Lorxd Selbérne, not only the First Lord of the Admiralty bﬁt_
also one of‘the wisest>Conservative politicians, warned‘the
Prime Minister that the party’s hold on.office dependedvon
proper reform. “The dangei‘seems to me to lie in'A;my
questions,” he'tbldealfour, “and I think that unléss you can
satisfy the strained,énd irrational public sentiment of fhe
moment about thé‘Waf Office, we sfand a ébod chance of being
beaten in some division in the Housé;”51

In 1904, the War Office (Reconstitutioﬁ) Committee,

also known as the Esher committee‘(he'of the equier minqrify

view on the Elgin Report) produced the crowning achievements in

52

the spasm of institutional reform that followed the Boer WarQ
Its recommendations swept‘aWay much of thé pref1899 War Office
and replaced it with a functionalvstructuré deSigned to prepare

the army for war, at whatever time and against whatever foe.
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The position of Commander in Chief was aboiished and;that of
Chief of the General Staff was creafed. Leading politicians and
‘even some military leaders had opposed such a move fér the‘paSt
fifteen years. Bﬁt‘now it was done. An Army‘Coﬁncil, modeled
Qﬁ‘the Board of the Admiralty, was established to bring soldiers
and ci&ilians”together'and to provide manageriaircontrol over
the army's varied affaifs. The committee a;so recommended that
a‘bermahent‘sécretariat be added to the committee of Imperiél
Defénse‘to strengthen it. The Esher committee also produced a
list of candidates for the new jobs it‘had created and managéd
to gét most of its favored sons installed in them. Britain was
the last European nétion to adopt a general staff.>

 The work bf‘thesé;various committees énd.cOmmiséions was
certéinly noteworthy.‘,Howeﬁer, as‘is'often the case, an
‘individqal became the key‘focal point 6f the‘fefbrm movément.
Sir‘Richard Burden Haldane served as the Secretary of Stéte for
War from 1905 thréugh 1912,‘»He has been:credited for leading
the greatest and most successful reorganizatibn.Of the British
Army‘in_modern times.  He earned that credit by inéightfuliy
'institﬁting many of the key recommendatiohé of the Egher and
other‘éommitﬁees; He persbnally ovefsaw the creatioﬁ of the
initiél General Staff and established permanent highér uhit

54

organizations. His successful efforts at reorganizing the

reserve forces and his introduction of the Officer Training
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Corps (OTC) in schools will be described later in thlS paper.
Haldane’s superb and tlmely efforts have been justly
characterized as preparing the Brltlsh Army for a_major‘war, not
just colenial wars.> |
THE ARMY

Asked by the Elgin Commission what-“great,lesson” heiwoula'
draw from the Boer'War, Wolseley repiiedi “We were‘hot prepared‘

for war, and are not prepared for war at all times.”® The

defeats and setbacks suffered by the army between 1899 and 1902
certalnly suggested that Wolseley’s view was broadly true. The
army quickly set about maklng good some of its defects. The‘
reforming zeal‘was'somewhat tempered by the argument that-the
South African war was‘exceptional,weven abnormal, on accouht of
its duration, the unusual thsical cohditions in whichlit was
fought (including”an‘exceptionally clear atmosphere, which was
thought to have increased the rangelOf rifle and artillery |
fire), and the peculiarities of Boer tactics and organization.”’
The process of'analyring the lessons of the war;—the hecessary
precursor to any reforms~—revealed that, although the war might
in some respects’have been novel, by‘ho means had everything
failed in and after 1899. |

One part of the military machine that went like‘clockwork"

at the outbreak of the war was the mobilizatientof the 30,000—
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man army corps into the field. Also, the transportation of the
newly mobiiized force did not present any great difficulties.
Close peacetime cooperetion with the Admiralty, which had joined
the'WarOffioe on a‘joint ad hoc conference on shipping on

14 April 1899, ensured that the troops and their equipment were

shipped to South Africa speedily and efficiently.58

This was not
the only feather the old War Office could put in its cap.  As
the Elgin commission revealed, the Intelligence Department had

been remarkably accurate in its estimations of Boer strength and

perceptive in its warnings about the likelihood of attack. At

the same time, the Intelligence Department prepared a remarkably

accurate handbook, Military Notes on the Dutch Republics of
JSoﬁth Africa, which is issued first in 1898 and then, in revised
form, in June 1899. It also monitored the importation of
»artillery, rifles, and ammunition into the Boer Republics. It
underestimated Boer ménpower by only 991 (out of'totel of
'55,641) and overestimated Boer artillery by 8 (pntting Boer
strength at 107 guns when the true‘fignreiwas 99).59 However,
the‘Treasury’s parsimony had undeniably restricted the
opportunities to completely prepare for warﬁ'a derisory mapping
bbudget had meant that the forces sent out to South Africa‘had to
‘depend mainlyvon local maps, which were often well-nigh |

useless.60
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If Wolseley was.fequired to beér.é lot of the blame for the
deficiencies in the army; he‘also‘had the rightvto claim a large.
.share of the credit for its most strikiﬁé success. ShoCkéd by
the administrative incompeténce revealed during theHZulu War of
1878-79 and the first Boer War of 1881-82, he had revitalized
the supbly system, intfoduced a sihgle‘cémmunications auth§rity
and instituted a system of regimental trahsporﬁ'for the first
time. The Quartermaster.General's:responsibilities‘were revised
in 1887 to inqlude ﬁhe feeding, mo&ing, énquuartering of
troops, and in 1888 Wolseley’s‘sélection for the new‘pdst,
Redvefs Buller,vcreatéd the Aimvaerviéé CCibs. By the timé of
the Boer War, an echelon supply sygtem had been perfécted that |
worked extremely well.®! |

TACTICS, TECHNIQUES and PROCEDURES.

Although the British military éyétem did not completeiy
fail when put to the test in 1899;'its aefects‘éertainly
outnumbered and outranked its streﬁgths; For éxamplé: guns and
munitions proved inadequate;'prewar’tactics and training turned
out to be ineffective on a modern~battlefield; the role of
cavalry in war appearéd té have draéticéily aitéred; the
officers, both senior and junior, gave eVidence dfinot'beingbup
to their jobs; and even the Qqueen of the battlefield” seemed'fd
be a pretender to the throne énd not the riéhfful~monarch. “The

British infantry, on whom British generals had always relied,
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could not shoot straight, its fire diséipline was rotten, and
its old-fashioned reliance on drill precluded the use of field

782  Much of the experiénce garnered

craft and battle craft.
dﬁring ihe'war provided unambiguous evidence of inadeqﬁaciés
that fueled a shgft but violent spell of upheaval and’refoﬁm,
"The>Royal Artillery had not kept abreast of the artillery
revolution of the 18905 and'was at once 6utclasséd by the new
quick-firing guns that ﬁhe Boers had pbught from Krupb and
Schneider-Creuzot. British field guns were outranéed:by those
of their opponents, which could fire twice the distaﬁcevand
could‘also keep up a raté of fire two or three times their own;
Théy also quickly ran out of ammunition, thénks to a serious
’ unde;estimation of‘the stocks that would be necessary in wér.
With only 300 rounds'per gun'and a further 200 rounds in
reservef_the army’sbsuppliés were exhausted»lqng béfore fhe
middle of December 1899, and it Qas forced to borrow from the
Royal Navy and thé Governmeﬁt of IndJ".a“.63 The gﬁns also had'ﬁhé
wrong kind of éhells. When fired from field guns, sh:apnel,
which fcrmed‘the greét bulk of artilléry ammunition; mérely
caused the Boers to duck into their trenches; A number 6f
officers came back from South Africa demanding howitzers and
highfexplosive ammunitibn or even “commén shellk (Solid shéf»
filled'with explosive) as.the only todis with which to kill or

demoralize an enemy who had taken to the earth.
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The army reacted quickly to the révelation that its field
guns were obsoléscent. A committee éet ﬁp by Rdberts,(é convért
to quick-firing artiilefy since 1893) ih January 1901 to #eequip
the Royal Artillery producéd approved fihal.designs jﬁst over
three years later. Théy”put into production the 13 and 18 pound
quick;firing guns with which the Btitish EXpeditionary.Forcé
(BEF) went to war in 1914. ‘In 1914, fhe BEF wasvseCOnd'onlyIto
Germany in number and wéight"Of guns per thbﬁsénd troops.“’ The
problem of émmunition allowances waé less éuccéssfﬁlly'SOIved.

A battery of quick-firing artillery could éhoot off“ﬁpﬂto 5,600
roﬁnds in an hour,'andfno hdrse-dréwn‘supply system could feéd
such a ravenous appetite. Nor haa the artille:y usedlanything
like that amount of ammunition} _At Magersfoﬁtein,lthe heaviest
artillery engagehent of the war, Bfitish gunéihad fired an |
averagé of 175 rouhds‘apiece. So,in 1905 stocks weré set at 500
rounds per gun in-fhehfieldr-doubled in‘l914v£o'1,000
rounds—with a further-50b rounds in reserve. Unfbrtunately,
disagreements abﬁut expéfience in the war allbwed the army to
overlook demands for howitzefévand heavy siege arfilléry._ By
1907 the cyéle of artilleryyrearmament waévovér énd thereafter
government expehditure drépped.“:‘The reforms had probébly\gone
as far as was p§ssibie under the circumstanceé bﬁt[ as.it tﬁrned

out in 1914, that was not far enough.
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The mobile and tacticallydispersed nature of the-Boer War:
also bolstered the rolevof the machinevgun (often referred to as
a “Maxim”).‘ The usefulness of machine guns had been apprebiated
since the mid-1890s. Bﬁtthe British appreciatibn‘gréﬁ after
fhe Boefs:used this weapoﬁ succeséfully to diSpeﬁse attack
formétions at the‘Battie of‘Thaba—N’Cheu.' On that day, two
Méxim Nordenfeldts threw two regiments of lancers into disorder.
The machine gun’s ability to adjust ranging quickly and
‘cdnstantly made it lethal against cavalry. Cavalry units,
despite their speed, depend én close packed formations for
magiﬁum effect.. The.BOers used their dispersed machine QUns in
a defensive mode. The British had begun to cast.them'ih‘a more -
offensiﬁe role énd classified them as 'artillery..ﬁl6 After the |
war, the Douglas Committee on‘Machine Guns accompliéhed much
'regarding the weapon’s future design and.usage:

Increased ranges; aﬁtdmatic and semi-automatic firing
modes, tripods, ,protective bullet shields,v rifle
ammunition interchangeability and durability were
among the recommendations. A preference was
manifested for lighter 30-pound Colt and Hotchkiss
models, over the 60—p¢und M;xim.67 '

The decade follqwiﬁg Ehe’Boer War saw augreaf deél'of
attentioh paid to the proper utilizafion of the machine guﬁ. An
iﬁportant Boer -influence was the expansion of thoughtsron its

‘defensive role. This was elucidated in the manual Infantry

- Training‘1902 which included designs for gun pits “inVisible”
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frbm 500 yards. The cafdinal points.of the evolving tactiCal
system were concealment; surprise, the avoidaﬁée Qf a‘premafure
‘expésure of position and a'prio;ity of targets in depth. :Thé
other péint of_evolution”was fielding numbers into'unit
formaﬁions. The British entered WWllwitH 24 machine guhs in
each Infantry Division, similar to the numbers in Gérﬁan and
French divisions, and they were the only army to pléce
sﬁbstantial machine guﬁs with their cavalry'fdxmations.68

The experience of a modéin battlefield ahd partiéularly of‘
the effeéts of magazihe rifles and smokeleés powdef'came as
something of a shock to some of the pafticipants ih the Boer
War. ™I never saw a/BOer,”,wrote Lord Methuen aftef the battle
of Modder River, “bﬁt’eveh at 2,000 yards when I rode a horse I

had a hail of bullets round me.”®

The contfast'between the
battles in Sdﬁth Africa and.the’old—stylé ﬁritish’infantry
training ranges was a striking oﬁe. It brought home fﬂe need to
adjust infantry tactics t§ the new éircumstances, and é striﬁgv
of witnesses appeared before the Elgin commission, with Lofd
Roberts at their head, to certify the ﬁeed for greater
individualisﬁ on the battlefield;‘.It was hoped that this
individualism would find its expreséion inva more open Order'in”
attack and aimed fire, instead of vblley fire.” |

Although significant'reforms”ih‘military doctrine followed

quickly after the end of the war in South Africa, they were not”
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simply the consequence of a'novei and shocking experience{
Rather,_the Boer War speeded up an on—going‘process of reform
andwunderlined the central significance of developments whose
rimportanoevhad already become apparent.‘ Some reform had,
indeed, already been taking place. British infantry tactics had
abandoned close formations after 1872 in favor of the “swarm”
and had laid emphaeis on flexibility and the accumulation of
firepower at the enemy’ s weak points. A passage on “extended
order” had appeared in Field Exercises in 1877, and the message
had been reiterated twelve years later in Infantry Drill.71 Some
corps_commanders had put these ideas‘into practice and
underlined the validity of “modern” doctrine.

| The bettles in Soﬁth Africa provided Roberts and his
supporters with both the opportunity and the juetification to
introduce reforms they_had already decided were necessary.
Between 1902 and 1905 something approaching a common body of
Qritten'doctrine was created to replace the prewar‘situation iﬁ
which individual commanders had exercised a gentlemanly
eutonoﬁy. A small committee, which inciuded.several of Robertfsv
faVorites,:quickly produced e Manual of Cambined”rraining and a
Steff.Mhnual. At the same time, the regulations on field
artillery, cavalry trainino; and musketry practice were revised
and brought-up—to-dete to incorporate the South-African

experience. Much greater stress was now laid on the power of
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the rifle and the effectiveness of defensive firepower.72

However, Roberts was not persuaded by the marksmanship
fetishists such as Sir Ian Hamilton, who wanted the British
infantryman to “be abie to shootIUp to the standard of
excellehce which is requiréd from the chamois hunter, énd march
30 miles when required.”” The volume of aimed fire laid ddwﬁ in
an engagemeht was recogniied to be critical but in the last
resort, quantity was more important than quality; >

In general, the arm& acceptéd the reforms in tactics and
‘training introduced by‘RobettsAand his acolyfes as a éonséquence
of the Boer War withoﬁt undue oppogitibn. However, this Qas not
the case as far as cavalry doctrine was concerned. -Discﬁssion
and debate over the role of the éavalry“On‘the modern
battlefield had begun as soon as the fﬁanco-Prussian War was
over, but the supremacy of the gun'éf the machine éun when
ranged againét horsemen armed with sword or lanceiwasvétill far
from obvious.

In 1899, prbponents of the so-called arme blanche (cavalry) 
were still holding their own. Roberts had quickly oréanized
mounted infantry upon his arriﬁal in South Africa. He had even
written Lord Lansdowne demanding fhat large bodies of mouﬁted
infantry be organized and shipped from England. Against the
Boers who nevernrisked a charge and opeiated across vast spaces

with mobility at a premium, what Roberts and mahy of hisv
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-coﬁmanders wanfed was men who could -both ride end‘shoot.' The
enemy's tactics ahd the Commandef in Chief’s preferences
;together meant that “true” cavalry actions were few and far
between.

Once back‘in England, Roberts seﬁ out to relegate the sword
and tﬁe lance to ancillary status and to make the‘rifle (or
carbine) the primary arm of the cavalry. The Dickinson
Committeerof71900-found that QA more prominent position must be
given to the training of the cavalry soldier in the use.of fhe'

fire weapon.”™

Furthermore, Roberts and the mounted infantry
eedvocates prqphesized an end to sheck action as the primary
’objectiVe of cavalry. Reconnaissance, screening, and mobile
“firepower were to be the eésenee of the horsemen’s eXisﬁence}”'
‘Robert’s preface to CaValry Training, published‘in l904;_did not
rule out the eharge'but emphasized the primary use of the rifle
by all mounted‘troops. .A Times of Londo# correspendent’
commented, “It is nothing less than a revolﬁtion’in cavalry
factics»to which Lord Roberts.has lent all the weight of his

76 The cavalry took considerable exception

practicel~e2perience.
~to this &iew, and a bitter'contr0versy broke out. Over the
yeafs, both sides moved somewhat toward one another's position.
'Roberts camebto accept that the sword had some role in béttle,

while French, Allenby, and other senior cavalrymen had come to

believe by 1910 that the rifle would be their main arm in war.
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The British cavalry became the only rifleéarmed cavalry in

Europe before 1914.7

Improved infantry training was desigﬁed to‘remédy the
defects of the British soldier, ébout Which there was a striking
degree of unanimity in the highér‘rééches of the army. in South
Africa, “Tommy Atkins” had shown himself tQ'laCk resourcéfﬁiness
‘and to be unwilling to accept responsibility for his own well
being conteht always to wait for thé ;ead of his offidetst He
had shown great courage but little dedication to’maétering his
profession. “Kitchener;believed that this was largely thé fault ;
of the prewét ttaining system gnd that it could be rémedied; but
not everyone agreed with him. Sir Thoﬁas Kélly—Kenny spoke fqr‘
the conservative old guard when he declared that the‘raw |
material from which the army was fashioned was itreﬁediably

flawed:

The British soldier we recruit as a race has very
little imagination; he finds it very difficult to
realize that if he does not see an enemy standing up
or on the skyline he may be hiding behind a rock, this
notwithstanding the training at Home, ' the Officers’
Lectures and other means of inculcating this knowledge

in the men... His mental perception is not up to
requirements, nor is his education. ‘

In society at large, the view that the Boer War had
revealed fundamental weaknesses in British stock generated the
“National Efficiency” movement. In the army such views were the

springboard for attempts to replace‘voluntary service with
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cqns;ription. Roberts was a convinced believer in compulsion
aﬁd e&entuallylresigned from the army in érder to campaign fdr
the iﬁtroductibn of natibnél conécription. Recoghizing hard
politiéal realitieé, most of the high command accepted that
peacetime conscription was impossible no matter how much they
might secretly desire it. It was not until 1916;>two years
aftéf a Eurdpean wér had begun, that the British govefnﬁént
introduced conscription for the firSt time.”

The military advantages of conscription were that it'Qould
‘greatly increase the siZe,:not only of the standing arﬁy,\but
also of fhe reserves. The War Office had scraped the bottom of
the barrel to put two army}corps into the field and héd to
depend‘heavily on volunteers, yeomanry, and‘imperial contingents

to make up the numbers that were eventually required in South

Africa. Two successive secretaries of state for war—St. John

B;odrick ahd Arnold Forster—tried to devise schemes to produce
short service troops for home defense, long serviée troops to

N defend‘the embire overseas, and a reserve‘for warﬁimevexﬁahsion.
Both failed miserably. During their struggles,‘énother royai
commission re§0rted that among the auxiliary forces the militia
were ﬁnfit to take the field and the volunteers not qualified to
face regular tréops. Eventﬁally, between 1906 and 1908, Sif |
 Richard Haldaﬁe rebuilt the army as six diyisions backed by‘a

Special Reserve and the Territorial Force.
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Haldane took a more aggressive approach with the
passage of the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act of

1907. Failing to make the Militia a source of army
drafts or to merge it with the Volunteers as a true
second line, Haldane abolished it altogether. . He

offered its members the choice of a six-year
enlistment in the Special Reserves with an overseas
obligation or in the lesser-paying Territorials, which
lacked any overseas requirement. The Reserves would
provide the bulk of the first-year drafts necessary to
maintain an expeditionary force.% '
‘The final test of Haldane’s army came in 1914 when within two
weeks of the‘opening of hostilities over 100,000 well-trained
men were deplcyed in Belgium with more on the wayimi Haldane’s
army was perhaps the most important'oﬁtccme'of the Boer War;82
The Boer War also revealed deficiencies in bothitﬁe quality
and the quantity of the officer corps. iAccording to Rcberts,
the proportion of failures among commanding officers and
brigadiers during fhe campaign.was “conSidefably larger” than
among the junior ranks;83 However, the junicr officers of the
regular afmy showed a distfessing lack of pfofeesionalism,‘which
raised questioﬁs about their education that were borne out by
the Akers-Douglas parliamentary report. .It’castigated the
officer education system es “providihg littleiincentive to learn
and operating on a basis of lengthy periods of idleness
interruéted by brief interludes of cramining.”84
A large part of the problem of inadequate officers revolved

around the acute shortage of trained staff officers. A trickle

of trained officers had graduated from the Staff College during
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“the 1890s, aﬁd although'they sufficed for én army of 90,000}-‘
‘btheirAnumbers were totally inadequate for a force of a quarter
of-a mi;lion. Expansion could not be supported since there were
few‘officers with staff experience to fall back on. Mofeover,
thé iméortanCe of a trained staff had been underlined by the
compiexities of the field—a 5calé of operations with which the
army Qascompletely.unfamiliar. Against a handful of'Boers'the
probiem had not p?oved.fatal,‘but it might eésily be otherwise.
,_“If we take the field with é force the size of this one against
an European énemy,” wrote‘SirlJames Grierson in July 1900, fand
, continué iﬁ our present happy—go-lucky‘style‘of‘staffing we
shall'come to most awful grief.”“

Part of the solution to the problem was to update ahd :
impro§e the Staff College'curriéulum. Sif Henry Rawlinson,
anqther of Robefts’s proteges, was brought_in'és commandant in
.1903; ’Over the next three years herreformed its program by
reducing the number and importance Qf examinations, increasing
the'emphasis on ccntinuoﬁs assessment, and revising and
modernizing the course contenf to include study first of the

86 Gradually

. Boer War and later of thelRusso—Japanese War.
matters improved as the infant general staff played an
increasingly important role in the work of the Committee of

,Imperial Defense, but the young plant had only just taken root

_ when war broke out in 1914.%
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If somethihg could be dope about.thekstaff, it provéd very
much harder to do anythihg about the‘run—df-the—mill~officer.
The army was entirely in the.grip Qf its main supplier of
officer candidates——thé public schools. Ffém 1873 onwards, the
War Office had tried tb raise the LéVei,of!scientific knowledge
of its schoolboy entrants and‘to substitute written:ahd |
colloquial French and German for thé ¢lassics but had
encountered unyielding resi#tance. In 1893 it héd éapitulated,»
recommending that the entrance‘examinations ¢Onform to the’
~ public school Syllabuses. Latin thérefore remained compulso;y.

The Boer War—and the recqmmeﬁdatiohs_of.thefAkers-Douglas
Committee that Englisﬁ, mathematics, and French'or—German should
become compulsory subjects in thé é:my‘entranCe eXaminations and
Létin ahd Greek only optional ohes—eprdmpted'the‘army to try once
more to bring the‘public schools into line witﬁ itS
requirements. These prOposals‘unleashed a storm of opposition,
in which the Times thk the lead. Thé'Headmasters”Cdnference>
argued that the pfinciple of nonspeéialization in public sefvice.
examinations must bé‘adhered to af,all'costs. " What tﬁisv
amounted to, as the headmasters of Etonénd Wellington both‘
forcefully pointed out,’was-that Latin éhould be a compulsory

subject qualifying a young man for a commission.
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The pressures for reform were sufficiently strong for the

War Office to alter this requirement for compulsory Latin but
Latin and Greek remained optional and the public schools’ grip
on officer education did not lessen. The director of military
operations wrote in 1907:

I wish we could make more rapid'progress in obtaining
a thoroughly modern education for our officers. I
should like to see classics entirely eliminated from
all our Army examinations but the public schools and
older universities, which can teach nothing else, will
try and force us to accept their obsolete ideals as
long as they possibly can.%® '

If the public schools and older universities were unhelpful
in improving the intellectual qualifications of new officers,
they proved crucial in solving another of the problems revealed
by the ‘Boer War. The army was quite unprepared for the large
demand for junior officers (in the eighteen months from January
1900 they had to find more than 3,000 in excess of normal
demand) and had been forced to turn to the militia, with poor

8 Officer traihing could be considerably accelerated if

results;
a part of it were‘provided in the schools and universities. A
proposal that all boys over the age of fifteen shoﬁld be given
instruction in drill,vmaneuver, and the use of arms was made at
the Headmasters’ Conferéncé in February 1900. Lord Lansdowne,
thén‘Secretary of State for War, rejected this idea due to cost

and the likely opposition it would provoke, but the proposal-

gave rise to an intense public debate. The indirect effects of
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this debate were considerable. 1In 1906, Sir Richard Haldane

used the ideas tnat had been debated a few years before as the |
basis for a proposal to establish an Officers’ Training Corps
(OTC) in two divisions: a junior division in the schools and a
senior division in the universities. Succese inva test and'
possession of a certificate would give four months’ exemption in
each division.against a total requirement of tWelve months for a
reserve commission. The OTC ﬁaS’duly estabiishedsin Maroh 1908
and rapidly attracted support‘from the schools and universities.
By 1911 there were 152 junior‘and 20 senior oontingents and
24,000 officer cadets. The system triumphantly proved its worth
during the First World War when the OTCs prov1ded approxrmately
100,000 of the 230,000~ officer candidates.

The Boer War was a watershed in British miiitary history.
The army’s'defeats on the'South African veldt and the'inqueet
into their causes and’eignifioance fueled a wave of reforﬁ. The
quality of the British army'in‘1914 cannot be credited solelyito
the influence of the Boer War. But if one looks at all the
detaile of the development of a'general staff and improvements
in command structure, military education;‘manpower procureﬁent,
tactics and technology in the decade followingvthat w%r, its
importance is diffioult to overestimate. Hadbthe leesons of tne
South African War not been learned in time, the war.in France

and Flanders might have been decided much more quickly and much
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less favorably for Britain. That was certainly Sir William
Robertson’s view, and more than bne historian has echoed his

claim that “the Boer War changed everything—or at least

everything that subsequently mattered.”’!
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